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ONE – Diana

 


I’d been looking forward to this
vacation for months. Why was I even still at that day job, anyway?
I was a freelance writer, not a systems analyst. I only took the
job because I needed a break from the writing work. And somehow, I
got stuck there for three years. My only priority right now was to
forget about that stuffy office and head into the wilderness where
I belonged. After all those long months of dealing with clueless
clients and indecisive management, it was high time for me to
escape. I didn’t mind that my new hiking shoes hadn’t quite
stretched out yet and gave me blisters, or that my old backpack was
on the verge of disintegration despite its multiple patches, or
that I’d forgotten to put on sunscreen before we left this
morning.

I wasn’t going to let any of that ruin
my time at Grandma Patricia’s cabin. My sisters and I had been
waiting to take this trip since late last year, and I wasn’t going
to let anything ruin it. Once we got there, we could kick off our
shoes, relax in one of the deep chairs on the open porch, and do
absolutely nothing at all.

The path loomed ahead, a slow and
seemingly endless incline heading up the side of the mountain.
Eventually it would level off at a meadow, with a few wooden cabins
lining the edge of it, just inside the tree line. Grandma had owned
the place for decades and let all of us grandkids use it whenever
we pleased. She always kept weird and fascinating things up there,
things from her younger days as a hunter and tracker. She’d taught
our mother and all three of us girls; how to catch, clean and cook
the fish from the lake and the fowl and other things that ran
around these deep woods. We knew how to survive up here.

I had to admit, it was the life I wish
I’d had.

“Are we there yet?” Katie whined,
making a production out of slogging up the final hill towards the
meadow. My younger sister could be such a drama queen, but she knew
it and milked it for all it was worth. Everyone knew she did it for
the laughs anyway, so no one really paid her much mind. She’d
always made a production out of this climb, every season without
fail, since she was a little girl. This time out she was moaning
and groaning and clinging onto her boyfriend Greg’s shoulders as if
he were her last lifeline. Greg grinned and said nothing. He knew
how to handle her ridiculousness. He found it endearing.

“Almost there,” I said, hitching up my
backpack. “Half a mile to go.”

“You are so lazy!” Allie laughed,
darting up the hill with a renewed burst of energy. My littlest
sister, the one I could never quite keep on a leash. She’d always
surge ahead, check out the critters that crawled through the brush,
take in the lake view, and wait impatiently for the rest of us to
catch up. She was in high school now, but one would think she was
still an over-energized preteen. She had so much boundless energy,
and I had no idea where she got it from.

“Stay close, Allie!” I called out, but
it was no use. When she set her mind to it, nothing could hold her
back. I quickened my pace and caught up with her. “Come on, we need
to stick together on this route for safety. You know
that.”

Allie suddenly stopped short.
“Whoa…what the heck is that?”

I shuddered; not a phrase I wanted to
hear this far from civilization. I slid in front of her, putting a
hand out to keep her back. “What did you see?”

She pointed up the path in a vague
direction. “That! What is that?”

“Where? Allie, I don’t know where
you’re--”

“That…” She waved her hand quickly.
“…shiny thing!”

It took me a moment to find and focus
on it. It was tiny, no bigger than any of the stones in the ruts of
the path, and it flickered like a shard of a twisting mirror
reflecting the sun. And it hovered just a few inches the
ground.

“That’s no reflection,” Greg said
quietly.

Katie tilted her head at it and
ventured closer. “Call me crazy, but that really looks like the tip
of a s—”

Her words were suddenly drowned out by
the sound of reality splitting.

The point of light sputtered and
sparked to life, becoming as bright as the sun. I immediately
shielded my eyes and cursed. I took fistfuls of my sisters’ shirts
and pulled them back. It was indeed the tip of a sword. And it had
just been thrust forward, from nothingness into the air before
us.

The air responded with an explosion of
noise that sent us all sprawling backwards. I couldn’t hear my own
voice or anything at all over the almighty noise it made. I backed
everyone up to a safe distance and managed to push myself up.
Instincts were screaming at me to turn and run, but I couldn’t look
away. This was an impossibility, happening right before our
eyes.

The sword’s light dimmed ever so
slightly to a bright green and stayed there in the midair for a few
seconds. Then it shivered and changed – no, it flipped itself…? I
had no time to make any sense of that as the sword began slicing
upwards.

The brilliant light grew and expanded
from a point to a line; a thick line of pure white energy. It was
jagged, pushing and hacking away at the air and hitting resistance.
And each time it ripped upwards, another growl of thunder filled
the air. It finally stopped when it reached a full human height.
The sword retracted back into the line of light.

The silence that followed was
terrifying.

Then a girl tripped through the tear,
holding a katana.

She landed on her backside in the
middle of the path and scrambled back to her feet, her breath
ragged and her balance weak. She gripped the sword in her right
hand and held a glowing light in her left palm. “Krozarr!” she
cried through the tear. “No more!” The wisp of light in her left
hand burst into a bright green sphere, and the katana began to glow
again. She thrust the blade through the tear and, turning her wrist
at a strange angle, started to pull upwards. She laid her glowing
palm on top of the rip and started to push in both directions with
all her might. She grunted and cried out and mumbled words I
couldn’t quite hear. The tear responded with just as much
resistance as before. The resulting noise sounded like heavy
boulders grinding against each other, loud enough to feel it in our
chests. She grunted again and swore, pushing in both directions as
hard as she could and didn’t give up until the tear was gone, her
glowing hand meeting the edge of her blade.

The noise stopped, and she pulled the
blade out and away in one quick movement. I flinched, certain that
she had just sliced her hand open. She grunted, stumbled, and
exhaled. Her work was complete.

The girl shook the globe of light out
of her hand and its energy dissipated into the air. The tip of her
sword dropped to the ground, and its glow slowly drained itself
until it was once more a simple thin blade.

Finally, she turned around and saw us,
watching her.

“Aah...” she breathed, stumbled again,
and gave us a weak smile.

Then she fainted.

 


Why we chose to bring the girl to the
cabin instead of calling for help, I will never know…but that one
choice made all the difference.

I was the first one to venture closer.
I told the others to stay back until I could confirm that it was
safe. I made my way to her prone body, taking my steps slowly,
ready for anything. Whatever or whoever she’d been fighting, I
didn’t want it to rip another hole and come for me.

The girl was lying on her back, legs
slightly bent, and her left arm splayed out and away, as if
reaching for something. That hand had carried the green flame. I
expected to see some kind of fuel line, or maybe even a flint, but
as I got closer, I saw nothing at all. In fact, the palm of her
left hand was the only part of her body that looked
clean.

She didn’t seem to be injured, only
exhausted and filthy. There were a few old scratches and cuts on
various parts of her body, and her clothes looked and smelled like
they’d been through a hell of a lot in between washes. But she
didn’t look like she had any internal damage, as far as any of us
could see. Still, we didn’t want to risk any further
injury.

She still held the sword, a katana, in
her right hand. I didn’t want to venture too close in case she woke
and struck blindly. That thing looked lethal. As I edged closer
however, I noticed that the blade was dull, even a bit jagged in
places, as if it hadn’t been properly sharpened in years. For a
brief moment I thought of Greg; he’d have been all over that,
prying it out of the girl’s hand and giving it some proper
TLC.

“Focus, Di,” I mumbled to myself, and
moved in.

Gods, she looked older up close. I
guessed her to be between mine and Katie’s age. What was this girl
doing here? And more importantly, how the hell did she get
here?

I knelt down beside her, took her hand
to feel a pulse. She felt warm. She was alive. I glanced over at
her other hand. Her grip on the sword wasn’t as solid as I’d
thought. Snug, but not tight. I reached over and gently slid it out
of her grip. Only then did I let the others venture closer. They
all had something to say, things to ask, but I waved at them to
stay quiet. I didn’t want to say anything just yet.

Greg took hold of the sword and gave
it a thorough once-over, wincing all the way through his
inspection. It was going to need some serious work. I knew he had a
sharpening tool and some oil with him in his backpack; that was the
kind of thing he’d always bring, along with his hunting knife that
hung on his belt. It probably wouldn’t do a perfect job, but
anything would be an improvement at this point.

There was something truly special
about this girl, if she could jump through reality like
that, armed like that. She was a warrior of some kind.

“What…” Katie
started.

“We bring her with us,” I said, before
I could stop myself.

“Wait, how do we—”

I waved her question away and picked
the girl up, placing her over my shoulders in a fireman’s
carry.

Katie and Allie both gaped at me, my
decision completely unexpected. But I just couldn’t leave her out
in the elements. I couldn’t let any other animals find her. And I
definitely didn’t want anyone else to find her, especially not
after what we’d witnessed. She was a bit heavier than I’d expected,
but I could carry her the rest of the way.

I’ll admit, there was a bit of
curiosity involved as well. There was something about this girl
that I needed to know more about.

 


We laid her out on one of the spare
cots in the rear bedroom of the cabin. It took some time for Katie
and me to get her out of her dirty clothes. They were all wrapped
up in weird knots, but she and I managed to undo them and pull off
her cape and outer blouse. She wore soft leather armor underneath,
then a raggedy shirt. Twenty minutes later, we had a normal,
disheveled, slightly unwashed girl lying in one of the beds,
sleeping soundly.

I chose to be the first to keep watch
over her. It was going to be a long night.

Unburdened by everything she carried
or had on, she looked my age, but she looked so much older, from
all the scars and bruises laced across her body. She was tall and
full of toned muscle. She looked like she’d been eating well. She’d
just put up one hell of a fight, whoever she was. Not to mention
her weapons! We’d unburdened her of them as well and laid them out
on the day bed on the other side of the room. Everything looked
like it had been through an actual war. There was mud and grime and
maybe even blood caked on everything. Greg popped in every hour or
so, taking a few items away and returning others, freshly
cleaned.

“Who do you think she is?” I said,
more to myself than to Katie, as I wiped the girl’s forehead and
face with a clean washcloth. I’d gone through at least four towels
so far just washing off all the grime. “She came out of
nowhere.”

“Literally,” she said, and sat down
next to me on the arm of the chair.

“I’d like to know where she comes
from.”

Katie blinked. “I’d like to know how
she got here, Di. First things first. People don’t just flicker
into being just like that, you know.”

I gave her a tired smile. “She was
fighting someone. Or something. On the other side.”

“What was that name she said?
Dozer?”

“Krozarr. Least that’s what I
heard.”

Katie ran out of things to say and
rubbed at my aching shoulders instead. We were too worried about
this girl, whoever she was, to keep talking about her origins.
“You’re too kind, Di,” she said, and kissed the top of my head as
she got up. “Don’t stay up too late.”

I smiled again, this one full and
honest. “I won’t.”

Katie wandered back into the living
room to rejoin Allie and Greg. I could see them all through the
open door. They were keeping themselves busy with mundane
things...reading, playing cards, playing on their phones. No one
was really paying too much attention to what they were doing,
though. More than once I’d see them glancing into the
room.

It had been a group choice not to call
anyone about her appearance, at least not until she woke up and
explained who she was and why she was here. Who would have believed
us otherwise?

A short time later, Katie got up again
and wandered out onto the porch alone. I looked down at the bed;
this girl didn’t seem to be going anywhere or waking up any time
soon. I could afford the break. I certainly needed it right now. I
went out and joined my sister.

We sat in the deep chairs and looked
out into the night sky. It was a clear evening and she could see
every single star out there. It was a glorious view, calming in its
own strange way. There was something about looking at a pristine
star field, unblemished by light pollution, that put things into
perspective. This view let us truly understand that Earth really
was a small sphere floating in an infinite space...small and
unassuming, but among millions of other planets and
stars.

I wondered if this girl was from one
of them. Was she an alien? No, she was far too human. She hadn’t
traveled in space. Time, maybe?

I laughed quietly at my own fanciful
ideas and blamed exhaustion for letting my imagination get the best
of me. I prided myself on being well read and understood the basics
of science, even if a lot of it went over my head like most other
people. And I was certainly willing to be proven wrong if the girl
wasn’t from another world. In fact, the idea of another reality
kind of fascinated me.

Maybe the girl was from another
universe...?

 


The night dragged on
endlessly.

In retrospect, I probably should have
prepared myself for an all-nighter by taking a nap earlier in the
afternoon, but I was too busy, too concerned with keeping an eye on
our guest. I was also hiding my concern from the others as much as
I could; being the oldest of the group, I couldn’t show that inside
I was freaking out, constantly criticizing myself for taking her up
here instead of calling the police. But what was done was done, and
here I was, lightly dozing in one of Grandma’s comfy deep chairs
that I’d pulled in from the porch. Its mustiness kept me from
sinking into a deep sleep. That, and the constant reminder of our
otherworldly guest, snoring.

I kept looking down on her whenever I
was awake, feeling her forehead for signs of fever, pushing her
long hair out of her face whenever it fell into her eyes. Not once
had she awakened. All signs pointed to her just being drained of
energy, with her body in deep sleep to replenish it. If she
remained unconscious by this time tomorrow, then I’d call for
help.

I couldn’t stop thinking about how
she’d come into our lives. She’d cut a hole in reality and jumped
through, sealing it back up again with some kind
of...magic.

A magical girl. I smiled
at the idea, the ridiculousness of it. She did not look the part,
at least as far as we were concerned. She was very much
not the young high
school girl in frills and lace and carrying overlarge weaponry. She
was an adult with a katana and a few small blades, all of which
were in poor shape. She looked more like a hunter or a soldier, and
one that had seen a lot of action in the last couple of years. If
that was some kind of light magic we’d witnessed, it must have been
part of her arsenal.

 


I was woken up the next morning by the
rustling of sheets and a soft mumbling voice.

“Wh-where am I...?” she’d said. She
spoke English, or at least a heavily accented version.
Interesting.

“Good morning,” I said, the first
thing that came to me. I spoke quietly and calmly, so as not to
scare her. “You’re in a log cabin in the woods.”

She frowned and turned slowly in my
direction. Wide, brown eyes filled with...well, not fear, but
worry. Her lips parted but she didn’t say anything more.

“You’re safe,” I added, as I felt it
needed saying. “You were out for a good fifteen hours, I’d
say.”

“My things,” she mumbled.

I nodded over at the far end of the
room, where her clothes and her armor lay. Greg had done his best
with what he had on hand, cleaning the leather armor, washing the
cape, and doing a cursory wipe-down of the sword. He knew he
couldn’t sharpen it with the small tools he had, but he did manage
to get all the dirt and grime off it. They’d laid it all out in the
sun to dry and brought it in late last night.

“Everything’s there, ready to go,” I
said. “Are you hungry? Or thirsty? I haven’t had a bite since
yesterday afternoon and I’m starving.”

The girl slowly sat up, pushing her
hair out of her face. She stopped momentarily, looking the strands,
realizing that I’d cleaned her up some while she was out.
“I’m...yes,” she said. “Starving.”

She turned to me, those brown eyes
staring at me again. She slowly put out a hand for me to shake.
“Zuzannah,” she said. “You can call me Zuze.”

I looked down at her hand. Common
greetings too? Okay. I can accept that. I took her hand and bobbed
my head slightly. “Diana Meeks. My sisters Katie and Allie are
here. And Katie’s boyfriend Greg Danvers. This is our
cabin.”

She exhaled slowly and looked around.
She didn’t seem afraid or nervous this time; she just wanted to
take in her surroundings. She looked down at her arms; we’d put
some lotion on her skin a while back to take care of the cuts, most
of which looked superficial. A few we’d wrapped in bandages. “You
don’t mess around,” she said. “Thank you.”

“We try,” I said, shrugging. “If
you’re strong enough, you can come to the dining room, and I can
make us some breakfast.” I nodded to the wide door. “My sisters and
Greg are upstairs in the loft sleeping. They’ll probably come down
once I get started. Just...don’t want you to be nervous about other
people being here. Is that okay?”

She nodded. “That’s fine. What day is
it?”

I paused. “Day of the week, or
date?”

“Date,” she said.

“It’s Saturday, June 17th, 2017,” I
said. “About five in the morning. You arrived about two
yesterday afternoon.”

She exhaled again, looking away,
calculating something in her head. “Hmm.”

She didn’t seem to be bothered by the
information, so I left her alone so I could start breakfast. I
didn’t ask about the date she’d left. She’d provide it when she was
ready. That didn’t mean I wasn’t curious as hell,
though.

 


Zuze didn’t say much for those first
hours, and to be honest, I probably wouldn’t have either, if I were
in her position. If I’d just entered a different time stream
altogether and I wasn’t exactly familiar with the current situation
– so to speak – I probably would act the same way. We were all
harmless compared to this girl with armor and weaponry. She could
wipe us out in a matter of seconds if she wanted. The fact that she
didn’t was a good sign, at least.

As tempted as we were to ask where or
when she came from, we refrained. We did most of the talking,
telling her where (and when) she was, letting her become
comfortable being around us. I think she appreciated that. I wanted
her to trust us first.

After she ate a hearty breakfast, she
asked if she could lie down for a bit more, and of course we let
her do so. I watched her return to the small bedroom and noticed
she was still a bit wobbly in her gait. Whatever she did to get
here must have taken a hell of a lot out of her. We left her alone
in the room and all moved outside to give her some peace and
quiet.


 



TWO – Zuze

 


I woke sometime later and felt that
same momentary chill again, the one that always hit me whenever I
found myself in an unfamiliar place. I remained still on the bed.
Both eyes open. I was lying on my side, facing the opposite wall.
There, laid out on a small fold-up bed, were all my possessions at
this time. My clothes, which had been cleaned and mended. My small
knives, which had been cleaned and sheathed. And my long blade – my
most important possession of all – had been cleaned as
well.

Diana? Yes. That was her name. The
oldest of the four. She had taken me in and stayed by my side.
She’d kept vigil the entire time. She hadn’t been asked. Diana had
also demanded I be brought here. I briefly remembered hearing an
argument, and then being carried. I remembered the scent of
lavender from something Diana had worn. I’d faded in and out of
consciousness numerous times. Each time, I saw Diana watching over
me.

Why had she done that?

I heard movement in the other room and
pushed myself up. These were just kids. They wouldn’t harm me.
They’d brought me here out of kindness and were not holding me
against my will.

What were their names
again?

I couldn’t remember.

I sighed in
frustration. Take in your
surroundings, I thought.
Where are you? What time is it here?
I remembered asking Diana about a date. The year
was 2017. But where was I? Where had I come from? My
sword…

“Ai…” I mumbled. I’d lost my
memory.

Again.

 


I stood at the door sometime later,
debating whether or not to go out and join the others. I’d spoken
with them earlier this morning during breakfast, and they hadn’t
pushed me for further information. That would come in time, no
doubt. Hopefully the memories would return after a few more days of
rest. I couldn’t stay hidden in this room forever. I’d have to –
no, I couldn’t leave, not just yet. It was too dangerous for me to
try to return.

Return? Return where?

“Home,” I said aloud.

I squared my shoulders and opened the
bedroom door, fully expecting my hosts to startle at my appearance,
yet the cabin was completely empty. No, not completely…I heard a
noise from the front porch. Some soft music playing. Perhaps Diana
had remained…?

I crossed the main room, finding it
far too quiet, and stepped out onto the porch.

“Hey there, sleepyhead,” I heard to my
right. The middle sister. Katya…? No, Katie. She was sitting
sideways on one of the large padded chairs, her long legs hanging
over the arm rest. She was reading something on a tablet and
listening to music that was emanating from it. “You look so much
better now, Zuze,” she continued. “Are you feeling
better?”

Zuze. I’d given them my name.
Okay.

I hummed in response. “Frustrated,” I
said. “And hungry.”

“I hear you,” the girl said, smiling
at me and huffing at the same time. “Diana and Allie went to the
public well to get more water, and Greg headed down to the car, so
he could head into town for more supplies. He was supposed to be
here a half hour ago, but I’m thinking he’s dicking around at the
supermarket again. I gave him a list, but you know how it is with
men.”

I smiled back. I remembered her from
when Diana had been carrying me. She’d been the chatty one, but she
never wasted a word. “Do you mind if I sit with you?” I asked,
pointing to another chair.

Katie blinked, the question
unexpected. “S-sure, go right ahead.”

“Thank you.” I looked out over the
meadow…something familiar about this place. Not visually, but
otherwise. I could feel a tug at my hands and in my heart. I felt
an energy here, a strong energy similar to that of my own. It was
somewhere just ahead, deep down, untouched by anyone.

If only I could remember why I could
feel this energy. Surely the others could feel it too…?

“Zuze, can I ask you a
question?”

Startled out of my thoughts, I glanced
over at the girl. “Of course.”

Katie frowned, trying to find the
right words. “Are you from the future?”

There it was.

I studied her for a moment. Could I
trust her with this information?

“I…I believe I am, yes,” she
said.

“You don’t know how far, though,
right? You still don’t remember?”

I shivered. How did she…?

“Did I say something about this
before?”

Katie shook her head. “Lucky guess,”
she said. “When we talked this morning, you seemed…I don’t know…a
little spaced out. Like your brain got fried from the trip. Or from
whoever you were fighting on the other side of that – that,
whatever it was you came through. You were pretty pissed off at the
guy.”

“Krozarr,” I said aloud, before I
could stop myself.

“Yeah, that guy,” she said. “He must
have been pretty evil for you to need to jump through time to get
away from him. And I’m thinking you’d want to jump pretty far to
get some distance.”

“He won’t bother any of you, I
promise,” I said a little too quickly.

But Katie smiled instead. So cheerful,
this girl! She reminded me of someone I knew…a friend? A
sister?

“We’re not worried about that, Zuze.
We’re worried about you. I’m worried. I want to help you remember.
So you can get back once you’re rested and ready.”

I felt myself blush, equally warmed
and embarrassed by her words. “You don’t have to do that,” I
muttered. “My memories will return soon enough.”

But she wouldn’t relent. She swung her
legs to the floor and leaned in close, reaching out to touch my
arm. “Don’t you see?” she said. “We want to help. You literally
dropped into our lives, Zuze. You ripped a hole in the universe and
jumped through. Mind you, that was the most frickin’ badass thing
I’ve ever seen in my life. But we were there to catch you. We’re
you’re friends on this side, Zuze. We want to help.”

I couldn’t believe what this girl was
saying! They’d known me for only half a day at most and already
they…I shivered. I couldn’t bear to expose these people to the pain
and the dangers of my own time! I did not want their lives on my
conscience. I found myself tearing up.

“I…” I started.

“We’re here for you as long as you
need us,” she said, squeezing my arm. “We can be your safe haven
for the time you’re here.”

I wiped the tears away, grinning like
an idiot. “Th-thank you, Katie,” I said, my voice just above a
whisper.

 


 


 


 



 


THREE – Diana




It was a long walk to the public well,
but I needed it. I needed to clear my head. Too much had gone on
within the last twenty-four hours, and I had to get it all straight
before I could move forward. Allie had insisted on coming with me,
saying that I’d overworked myself, and wanted to keep me company.
We talked about Zuze of course…we were both intrigued by this
mystery girl in our own way. We all wanted to know more about her;
her past, her history, where she came from, how she was able to do
what she did. As the oldest, I was concerned for everyone’s safety,
but I felt Zuze had earned at least some trust for the time
being.

We returned to the cabin to see Zuze
sitting on the front porch with Katie. They seemed to be getting
along just fine. In fact, Katie looked so at ease it made me a bit
nervous. On the other hand, Zuze was even more animated in her
conversation than before. So maybe it all balanced out…?

While Allie joined them on the porch,
I walked around to the rear of the cabin, where we kept the
oversize coolers. I put the water containers away and made space
for whatever Greg was bringing back from town. That errand done, I
pulled out a water and sat on the small stoop at the back door.
Between all that walking, carrying, and staying up late, I was
running on fumes at this point. There was a good chance I’d need a
nap before dinner time.

I felt a presence behind
me.

“Zuze?” I said quietly.

“Hmm,” she said. She was standing just
on the other side of the screen door.

“Did you sleep okay? Sorry if we woke
you,” I said.

“Hmm,” she said. She pushed the screen
door open and stepped outside. I slid over and offered her a seat.
She took it without a word.

“Everything okay?” I asked.

“I’m...” she started, but didn’t get
any further.

“No worries, girl,” I said, touching
her on the arm. “Take all the time you want.”

“I...don’t remember much,” she said.
“Just small things. Images, sounds. Scents. I remember my name.”
She gestured behind her with a flick of her chin. “My things.
But…”

I glanced at her. This was going to be
an interesting camping trip, indeed. “You don’t remember anything
at all?”

She fidgeted with her hands, refusing
to look back at me. “I know my name. I know I come from a village.
I know I own the things you found on me, and...” She looked away.
“And that’s it. Something’s...blocking it? I don’t know. I
can’t...”

“Temporary amnesia, perhaps?” I said.
“Do you remember how you got here?”

Zuze stopped cold and stared at her
hands. I shuddered; she was focusing on her left hand, the one that
had carried that green flame. “Light,” she said, her shoulders
visibly sagging. “That must be it. I tore the weave again. I must
have drained myself.”

I leaned over to look her in the eyes.
“You mean it’s happened before?”

There was a sadness in her voice. “If
it’s like the last couple of times, it should come back to me. I
didn’t expect...” She trailed off and wiped her eyes. “I apologize,
Diana. I won’t be a burden to any of you. I can find
my—”

“You are not going anywhere, Zuze,” I said, prodding her on the
arm. “You’re still weak, you’re in a world you may or may not be
familiar with, and I’ll be damned if I or my sisters will leave you
on your own. You’re staying with me until you’re back to
normal.”

Zuze shivered. “No, please, Diana. I
can’t put this weight on you—”

I took a hold of her trembling hands
and held them tight. “Don’t worry about us, Zuze. We can hold our
own. We can keep you safe and fed until you need to return.” I took
a slow breath and squeezed her hands again. “We’ll get through it
together.”

Zuze wanted to argue, but it was clear
that she was not in the right frame of mind to do so. She wiped at
her eyes again with the back of her hand. “For now,” she
said.

“For now,” I echoed.

 


For now
ended up being quite a long time.

We spent the next few weeks of
vacation enjoying ourselves with little to no cares in the world.
We walked down to the lake once a day to go swimming and catch
fish; we hunted for small game for extra food; we stayed up late at
night watching the stars travel across the sky. Even Zuze came to
enjoy it all, sleeping late and being lazy like the rest of us, but
I noticed she was always first to help with the chores. There was a
burning need within her, to always be a part of whatever was going
on. I don’t think it was out of obligation, but out of necessity.
When I’d asked, she’d just shrugged and said it was part of her
upbringing. Her kin always took part in the communal chores. I
thought about her weaponry and armor, the idea that she was a
soldier making more sense to me. She must have been trained to be
this way.

She didn’t say a thing about her past,
or how she got here. None of us asked, either.

Zuze had given Greg permission to
sharpen her sword, impressed by his knowledge. He was an Eagle
scout, but he’d also had a long-standing interest in this sort of
thing. The very next day he was out on the porch, cleaning and
sharpening, humming happily. Zuze came out and watched him,
inspecting each section as he finished it. Katie had joined them as
well, asking not about her past but about her knowledge of weaponry
and combat.

Zuze’s memories eventually came back
to her, slowly and disjointedly, though she told no one for at
least three or four days. Sometimes I’d surreptitiously ask a
question or two, just to see what I could get out of her. She’d
tell me her secrets eventually, if she wanted. I truly wanted to
know who she was, and why she was here. And why she’d torn a hole
in her world to escape into ours.

 



 


FOUR --
Zuzannah




...that was the last time I saw her.
My sister. The one person in my life that I’d cared so much about.
My best friend. He’d set a trap. We’d planned to take him on
together, but he’d found me out. He was stronger than anyone had
expected. He had too much power. Too much control. Somehow, he’d
sensed us coming. I sent her away. She’d be safe. He wouldn’t know.
He’d come for me instead. He knew I was…

...dust. That’s all I could find in
that room, just dust. All traces of my cousin had been taken from
her home overnight, with a heartless surgical precision. No
clothes, no datapads, no tech. Even the bed had been stripped of
its sheets, even the mattress had been taken away, leaving only the
frame. I inhaled – even her scent was gone. Erased…

...coughing, spitting out blood and
grime. Somewhere in some warehouse in a dangerous sector of the
city. Picking myself off the grimy floor for the third time, two
fingers of my left hand surely broken, a knife of pain surging
through my left shoulder. The taunting. Looking up, seeing the girl
about my age, the ringleader. The one who taught me. Just as
bloodied and bruised, favoring her right leg and holding her right
arm close to her torso. Laughing, impressed by my stubborn will.
Hobbling over to me, reaching out a hand as a gesture of
peace…

...lying in the grass, looking up at
the bright blue sky. A lovely, inviting shade of blue, the one I
always equated with peace and tranquility. My sister lying next to
me, humming some tune she’d made up on the spot. Pointing to one of
the clouds off in the distance. I couldn’t hear her voice anymore.
She talked, yes, but her voice seemed distant, impersonal. Not
hers. My sister laughing, pushing herself up and running
away—

—gasped as I jerked awake, twisted in
the sheets, too afraid to scream.

Blinked, caught my breath. Scanned the
room.

My armor laid against the chair. My
katana in its scabbard and hung on a coat hook near the door.
Warmth. And silence. Blessed silence.

I was remembering. Little by little I
was remembering. The returning memories always terrified me, but I
desperately clung to them just the same, because they were mine and
they were true. I knew them to be true. Deep within my heart and my
mind I knew. My sister...

I’d gathered that illegal army to save
my sister, to release her from the trap she’d fallen into. Had I
found her? Did I already know where she was? That was a memory I
couldn’t yet retrieve. There was a dark chasm in place of her voice
and body. I knew she was there, somewhere. I had to get her back. I
didn’t have the name yet. No names. Even Krozarr’s name sounded
wrong...that wasn’t his name at all. It was something
different...that was a made-up name he’d given himself. He was the
one who’d tricked my sister, my cousin, my friends...most of my
village. They’d all fallen for his power and his charms and now it
was too late.

I’d be the one to change all that…but
I couldn’t remember how to do it.

I pushed myself out of bed and stood
up. Joints sore and creaky, muscles weak. I’d been too immobile.
That fight had taken a lot out of me. So had tearing the weave. I’d
rushed it and I’d used a damaged sword. I was surprised it hadn’t
killed me outright. But I’d declared my intent, so I could retreat
and live to fight once again, sometime in the future.

But why here, at this particular time,
in such a distant past?

The sisters? Diana, Katie, and Allie.
Something about them had resonated with me, and I couldn’t remember
why. That last moment, after I’d rewoven the tear, just before I
passed out. I sensed them. Felt something familiar. Perhaps
relatives of a distant time. Perhaps my ancestors. It was too easy
to believe. But I couldn’t dismiss it. The connection was there,
and it was true.

I got up and picked up the scabbard.
Pulled the katana out and inspected the blade. Greg had done an
exemplary job of cleaning and caring for it. He would make a fine
military leader someday...

I shut that idea
far, far away. I
would not wish war on any of these people here. I’d done all I
could to avoid talking about it. Diana kept asking, in her own
clever, roundabout ways. They did not need to know. I did not want
them to know. Their fate was here, in this peaceful land. Their
lives were rich with love and compassion and peace, and there was
no reason for me to get them involved.

I needed to return.

But I needed to remember
first.

And I needed to get back in fighting
shape.

 



 


FIVE – Diana


I watched Zuze go through her morning
exercise routine as I sat at the dining table, drinking my coffee.
She’d started working out three days ago, waking up before everyone
and silently slipping outside. She knew I was watching her, though.
I wasn’t about to let her out of my sight just yet.

Sometimes she’d work with her katana,
but just as often she’d work out without it. Her movements
alternated between combative and balletic, focusing on one or the
other for a long stretch before switching seamlessly to the other.
She favored her left hand, cradling it close when she used the
katana, but lashing out like a berserker whenever she used the hand
instead. It was both amazing and terrifying to watch.

She’d remembered the glowing
orb.

That afternoon, she and I were alone
in the cabin; the others had gone down to the lake. We sat on the
porch, listening to the birds and the insects sing their songs. We
talked a little more about inconsequential things from her time;
the weather, the food and drink, things of nature. Softball
questions.

Then I asked her about the magic in
her palm. We’d all seen it. We needed to know.

Zuze didn’t glare at me, but it was
clear she still wasn’t comfortable talking about it. She held her
empty hand in front of her, looking down at it. Flexing the fingers
from a closed fist to splayed out. Open and close. Open and close.
Finally, she let out a long sigh and turned to me. “It’s
complicated,” she said.

I frowned at her. “Try me.”

She flexed her hand once more, moving
her fingers in a wave-like motion. “When did you see
this?”

“When you arrived,” I said, and
mimicked what I’d seen as accurately as I could. “It looked like a
small green sphere. You used it to close up...whatever tear you’d
made.” I paused, looking down at my own hands. I couldn’t believe I
was about to ask this... “Is it magic?”

“Of a sort,” she said, and
looked at me. Her eyes were hard, but they were searching. “Diana,
I need to know this now, and I don’t know how else to ask: did
you...feel anything, anything at all, when I came
through?”

I closed my eyes and thought about it.
I’d been so terrified by the bright light and the deafening noise
that I hadn’t thought about what other sensations I may have felt.
I was reasonably sure I’d felt something. I mean, aside from
fear. Like when the air is full of electricity and the hairs on
your arms stand up. I definitely felt that. But there had been
more. And now that she’d mentioned it, that secondary sensation had
been part of the reason why I hadn’t run away. Why I’d chosen to
take her with us. Why I’d stuck by Zuze’s side ever since. “It’s
hard to explain,” I said slowly. “I felt something...inside me, I
think.”

She nodded slowly and smiled. It was a
small, sad smile, but I also noticed a bit of relief as well. “I
will ask the others,” she said. “There are things I’m sure you want
me to tell you. Some things I can, some I can’t. Or won’t. But your
family has earned the truth, at least.”

“Okay,” I said. “What can you tell me
now, Zuze? Can you tell me who you are? Where you come from?
When you come from? I think that’s the most important thing
we’d like to know. We all witnessed something amazing that we have
no context for.”

She laughed quietly. “I will tell you
that much. When you are all together. It’ll save on repetition and
getting it wrong.”

I smiled back, feeling oddly relieved.
“Fair enough,” I said.

Zuze got up and went to the kitchen to
prepare herself some tea. She’d been avoiding our coffee, but she
couldn’t get enough of the teas we had in storage. Grandma was a
fan of black teas and always kept many brands in stock. She offered
to make me some, and I nodded.

I watched her mill about the kitchen
for a few moments. Her movements were so different from the
physical workouts she’d been performing out in the meadow in the
morning. She moved like...well, not like royalty, but as someone
who knew how to hold herself in different company. She no longer
fretted and fidgeted in semi-trust here; she moved busily now,
flowing from one point to another, always in motion. I think she
felt calmer that way, and I couldn’t blame her.

We were still no closer to learning
where she’d come from, but in a way, I’d gotten closer to knowing
her as a person. When she let her guard down, she was open and
friendly, and I appreciated that. I would think she trusted Greg
and my sisters just the same. She’d already made a brotherly
connection with Greg, I’d noticed. Allie was in awe of her, and
Katie looked up to her as an inspiration. I’d have to keep an eye
out for my two sisters, of course. I didn’t want them to cause any
trouble.

“Here you go,” Zuze said, placing the
mug in front of me.

I looked at her, and I think for the
first time since she arrived, I felt a connection between the two
of us. And unexpectedly, my heart leaped in response.

 


The next day was warm and perfectly
clear, so we’d all decided to spend the day down at the lake. Greg
had commandeered one of the boats and was currently out near the
center, fishing and dozing. The three of us shared a large blanket
on the beach, listening to the radio and taking in the sun. But
this felt anything but comforting right now.

Allie nodded down the beach at a small
inlet a good distance away. Zuze was down there, barefoot and
wearing a pair of my yoga pants and her old tattered shirt she’d
arrived in, training once again. She’d separated herself from us
almost immediately and refused to answer to any of our
calls.

“What’s got into her?” she asked.
“She’s been at it since we got here.”

I watched her for a few moments and
wished I’d brought my pencils and sketchbook with me; I felt the
urge to get her body down on paper. In just a few days she’d
managed to remember all these movements and incorporate them into a
desperate kind of dance. There was no lack of confidence. Whenever
she slashed, riposted or lunged, it was without fear or hesitation.
It was amazing, beautiful, and terrifying all at the same time. It
was art.

“Her memories have returned,” I said.
“I think she’s making up for lost time.”

Katie hummed in agreement. She
couldn’t take her eyes off Zuze. “Wish I could move like
that.”

“I believe the community college has
fencing classes,” I offered.

“Nah,” she said, waving me off. “I
mean, look at her – there’s no second-guessing at all. She
just…goes for it, without fear.”

I watched her for a few more moments,
then turned away. Katie
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